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NARA RG104, Entry 1, Box 123 


Treasury Department, 
First Comptroller’s Office 
Washington, D.C. 
February 7, 1881 


Hon. Horatio C. Burchard 
Director of the Mint 


Sir 


I acknowledge the receipt of your letter of the 5th inst., stating that for many years past it 
has been the custom at the Annual Meeting of the board of Assay Commissioners at the 
Philadelphia Mint in order that no interruption should occur in the work to provide lunches and 
at the close of the operation which was usually well into the evening a dinner, the expenses of 
which have been paid from the appropriation for the Contingent Expenses of the Philadelphia 
Mint, no specific appropriation have ever been made for the expenses of the commission you 
state that payment from that appropriation seems to you proper and necessary and that if my 
opinion concurs with yours, you will instruct the Superintendent of the Mint at Philadelphia to 
make the customary preparation. 


The duties of the Assay Commissioners are prescribed by Sec. 3547 of the Revised 
Statutes. There is no law which specifically provides for the expenses of the Commission. The 
reasonably necessary expenses, however a proper change on the Contingent fund of the 
Philadelphia Mint. If the work of the Commission will be facilitated by lunches, they may 
properly be furnished. Thus the work is such that the Commission cannot properly leave the Mint 
building, in which it is conducted, and a lunch be required it will be lawful to provide it. 


The work may be such that to leave it would be allowed with loss of material or the 
interruption of lists which cannot be assisted in their progress without loss. If the work of the 
Commission is such that Assay seem probable that I will run so late into the evening that dinner 
cannot be conveniently procured at the usual lodgings of the members, I may be provided in the 
Mint building or elsewhere on the principal already stated. You refer to the customary 
preparations for lunch and dinner. It is a matter of history that through a long series of years 
there has been provided a dinner at the conclusion of the work of the Commission, at which 
wines and other liquors have been served. These are not such articles of necessity as to make 
them chargeable on a Contingent fund nor is a dinner given as an act of hospitality or a treat so 
chargeable. Public duties are to be performed on business principles. Citizens have a right to 
indulge in hospitality Government Officers cannot do so at the public expense. The ruling herein 
made has no reference to any moral question involved in the use of wines or liquors, but is based 
on the legal use of the public money. Executive Officers in the performance of duties required by 
law are to execute the law and not to officially prescribe the several rights or duties of citizens. 


Very respectfully, 
Wm. Lawrence 
Comptroller 


